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Time  to  Leave  the  Cradle7: 


joliet  junior  College  Became  a  Class  I  District  SC  Separated 
from  joliet  Township  High  School  Fifty  Years  Ago 
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When  students  first  arrived  for  class  at  Joliet  Junior 
College’s  temporary  buildings  on  Sept.  22,  1969, 
they  were  met  with  a  traffic  jam  on  Houbolt  Road  with 
2,000  cars  attempting  to  make  it  to  class  on  time.  For 
Professor  of  Agriculture  Bill  Johnson,  the  one  word  that 
comes  to  mind  when  recalling  that  first  day  is,  “Mud!” 

“The  first  day  of  classes  it  was  cold  and  raining  very 
hard. ..Houbolt  was  a  gravel  road  over  soil,"  Johnson 
recalls.  Former  Assistant  to  the  Dean,  Walter  Zaida,  says 
there  was  just  no  time  for  the  city  to 
expand  the  road  before  classes  started. 

Once  on  the  temporary  campus,  students  found 
cardboard  walkways,  minimal  furniture  and  a  few 
buildings  without  plumbing.  Johnson  cheerfully  adds  that 
the  experience  was  like  an  “adventure”  for  students 
and  faculty  and  although  the  conditions  were  not  always 
ideal,  it  was  “still  an  improvement”  for  the  college  to 
finally  have  its  own  space.  These  sentiments  are  echoed 
in  an  article  from  the  Blazer  from  April  25,  1969  that 
shared,  “More  important  to  students,  however,  the  entire 
campus  will  belong  to  the  students  and  the  College.” 

“Students  and  faculty  were  happier  to  be  out  on  their 
own,”  Zaida  recalls.  And  in  many  cases,  he  described 


how  the  temporary  buildings  were  even  better  than 
sharing  space  at  the  high  school  which  was  cramped 
and  inflexible. 

After  inhabiting  limited  space  at  Joliet  Central  High 
School  since  1901,  Joliet  Junior  College  became  a  Class 
I  district  on  Feb.  18,  1967  and  separated  from  the  high 
school  becoming  Illinois  Junior  College  District  525. 

“A  statewide  system  of  community  college  districts 
was  proposed  as  the  next  Illinois  experiment  in  higher 
education,”  Zaida  explains.  “Locally,  then,  the  decision 
was  made  that  we  can  do  this. ..It  was  time  to  leave 
the  cradle.” 

A  College  Board  of  Trustees  was  established  and 
determining  how  this  division  would  happen  with  shared 
faculty,  classroom  space,  and  college  funding  were  at 
the  center  of  decision  making.  A  Blazer  article  from  Sept. 
5,  1967  explained,  “administration,  teachers,  business 
office  and  students  must  be  untangled  after  some  65 
years  of  working  as  one.”  An  architectural  firm  was  hired 
to  develop  the  368-acre  Richards  farm  on  Airport  Road 
(now  Houbolt).  This  location  was  selected  for  the  close 
proximity  to  the  highways  and  accessibility  to  students. 
Where  some  saw  only  a  cornfield,  aesthetic  elements  of 


the  land  which  included  a  small  lake  inspired  the  initial 
design  of  an  enclosed  bridge  with  glass  walls  that  would 
become  the  centerpiece  of  the  campus. 

District  525  voted  on  a  referendum  to  fund  the  new 
campus.  Advertised  as  “The  Education  Bargain  of  a 
Lifetime,”  the  referendum  was  nearly  unanimously 
approved  on  March  30,  1968. 

Moving  to  an  interim  campus  during  the  construction 
process  was  imperative  to  accommodate  the  continued 
growth  of  Joliet  Junior  College  and  provide  a  physical 
break  from  the  high  school.  A  temporary  campus  of  17 
prefabricated  buildings  similar  to  military  barracks  were 
constructed  on  the  land  of  the  college’s  new  home.  Each 
building  was  named  after  an  existing  community  college 
and  departments  were  given  corresponding  names. 

For  example,  the  Agriculture  Department  was  in  the 
Prairie  State  building  and  English  was  in  the  Spoon  River 
building  referencing  the  classic  literature  text  A  Spoon 
River  Anthology. 

Adjacent  to  the  temporary  campus,  ground  was  broken 
for  the  permanent  campus  on  Nov.  15,  1970.  The 
construction  brought  an  enthusiasm  to  everyone  at  the 
college.  A  dedication  ceremony  for  Phase  I  happened  on 
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Oct.  22,  1972.  The  Agriculture  Department  was  one  of 
the  first  to  move  to  the  new  campus. 

“There  was  more  space  than  we  could  imagine,” 

Johnson  remembers. 

At  the  heart  of  this  endeavor  is  an  appreciation  for 
adventure,  progress  and  learning.  The  lasting  vitality  of 
Joliet  Junior  College  is  due  to  the  “amazing  community 
support”  explains  Johnson.  The  loyalty  and  dedication 
of  the  community  has  defined  Joliet  Junior  College  as  a 
forward  thinking  center  for  education,  enrichment  and 
opportunity. 

Zaida  echoes  this  sentiment.  “Joliet  and  the  surrounding 
areas  had  pride  in  education  and  were  the  builders  of 
education,”  he  says.  “There  was  a  climate  of  respect  for 
the  education  of  youth  and  hiring  strong  instructors  and 
supporting  them.” 

As  a  student,  professor,  administrator,  alumni  or  citizen, 
you  are  a  part  of  the  Joliet  Junior  College  legacy  that 
began  in  1901.  Each  day  as  students  walk  through  the 
doors  of  JJC’s  campuses,  pioneering  spirits  are  uplifted 
and  the  quest  for  knowledge  and  opportunity  continues. 


The  JJC  Library  Archives  is  always  looking  for 
ephemera  from  our  college’s  past.  If  you  have 
materials  you  would  like  to  donate,  or  have  any 
questions  about  materials  in  the  library  archive, 
please  contact: 


Joliet  Junior  College  Library 


Looking  for  a  safe,  secure  place  to 
donate  your  JJC  memorabilia? 


Remember  that  first  day  in  September ?  Total  and  mass  confusion  for  all. 


1215  Houbolt  Road 

Joliet,  I L  60431  21 


ph:  (815)  280-2344 


